[Rapid diagnosis of herpetic meningoencephalitis by PCR].
To evaluate the usefulness of a rapid and simple PCR method in the diagnosis of herpetic meningoencephalitis in a pediatric population. One hundred twenty-three cerebrospinal fluid samples from 114 pediatric patients attending the Hospital Sant Joan de Déu in Barcelona for clinical suspicion of viral meningoencephalitis or to rule out a possible herpetic etiology were evaluated. In addition to classical methods, the diagnostic technique used was PCR amplification of a highly preserved region of the DNA polymerase gene common to herpes virus 1 and 2. All patients were administered acyclovir on admission and until the results of PCR were known. If the result was negative, withdrawal of acyclovir was considered after clinical reexamination. If the result was positive, the therapy was continued for 20 days. Herpes simplex DNA was detected in four patients. In all patients, clinical outcome confirmed the results of PCR, whether positive or negative. PCR results were available within 6.30 and 72 hours (mean: 18 hours). This simple and rapid PCR technique can be applied in the daily routine of the microbiology laboratory. It allows early diagnosis of herpetic meningocephalitis or, when lacking, exclusion of Herpes simplex etiology.